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FINAL WORDS ON DIVORCE. 

BY MARGARET LEE, AUTHOR OF " DIVORCE ; OR FAITHFUL AND 

UNFAITHFUL," AND THE REV. PHILIP S. MOXOM, D.D., 

OF THE FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH, BOSTON. 



When David coveted Bathsheba, he sent Uriah to the front 
of the battle. To-day, in the United States, Bathsheba trumps 
up a cause for divorce, and Uriah lives to see his wife married to 
his influential rival. 

I am an American, and a proud one. For thirty years I 
have been watching with admiration the progress of my country. 
I am inclined to think that our very prosperity has nourished the 
evil called divorce. 

Now, we are, as a people, wholly independent of the laws that 
control other nations. We have had a century of freedom, 
education, and elbow-room. We have no excuses to urge for 
making mistakes in marriage. Young people meet socially with- 
out restraint ; they cannot be forced into marriage, and they 
possess all the facilities for deliberation in taking marriage-vows. 
I am anxious to believe that the majority marry from right 
motives. 

Our high-pressure civilization has much to do with after- 
troubles. Young people must enjoy luxuries which are quite in- 
consistent with the young man's honest purse. Hence comes dis- 
content. 

Were marriage indissoluble, the old-fashioned virtues would 
possibly grow apace. But divorce is the open door. Selfishness, 
greed, and vanity murder devotion, economy, and faith. A richer 
man stands in view. I think that divorce appeals to the grosser 
elements of our nature. The refined, sensitive men and women 
who marry with just ideas are never heard of in divorce courts. 

Divorce is not the settlement of an evil ; it is the begin- 
ning of endless complications. I am amazed at the general in- 
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difference to the magnitude of the misery threatening us. Parents, 
happy in each other and rejoicing in their children, are blind to 
the dangers that may destroy the future peace of their offspring. 
Society is haunted by divorced men and women, who prey upon 
the inexperienced of both sexes and bring trouble and grief into 
happy family circles. In former years such a condition of affairs 
was impossible. The standard of morality is declining, and the 
social tone is correspondingly lowered. People are afraid to be 
true to their own convictions, and tolerate individuals who poison 
the moral atmosphere. Where are we drifting, when, among 
people with social position, a man woos a maiden and, having won 
her consent, tells her that he cannot marry her until he has forced 
his wife into obtaining a divorce from him ? This is the simple 
statement of a fact. 

Is it not time- for Americans to rouse conscience from its 
lethargy and come to the rescue of the cardinal virtues — patience, 
charity, forbearance, and faith ? This evil, which for the past 
twenty-five years has been slowly undermining the morals of the 
republic, needs a radical cure. 

The remedy is radical. Let divorce be abolished. 

This is possible by placing Christian marriage where it belongs. 
"We have reached a point where Christians should draw the lines 
around the institutions of Christianity. Marriage is, among 
Christians, a contract for life, involving a vow before God. The 
law has no authority to annul this compact. Let it stand guarded 
by the command, " Those whom God hath joined together let no 
man put asunder." 

Let sceptics have their own system. A civil contract, elastic 
as necessary, could be drawn by each State. This would satisfy 
couples who do not care to face poverty, sickness, or trouble 
together. 

I hope this proposition will commend itself to law-makers 
for these reasons : A republic owes its existence and its con- 
tinuance to the personal purity of its people. Divorce is the 
disintegrating wedge, and no time should be lost in forcing it out. 

Margaret Lee. 

1. Do you believe in the principle of divorce under any cir- 
cumstances ? 

This question can scarcely be answered by a simple nega- 
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tive or affirmative. Divorce is of two kinds, partial, a mensd 
et thoro, and absolute, a vinculo matrimonii. In the first case it 
is the legal suspension of a relation which is not wholly dissolved ; 
in the second case it is the complete dissolution of the marital 
bond. Properly, a decree of absolute divorce is the legal recog- 
nition of a dissolution that has already taken place. 

Can the marriage-tie be dissolved save by death ? The nega- 
tive of this it would be difficult to maintain. Man's power of self- 
destruction is not confined to the physical realm. Marriage is 
quite as much a moral relation as it is a physical relation. Just 
as certainly as one may destroy his life by vice, or destroy his 
moral sensibility by self-abandonment to evil impulses, just so 
surely may he destroy both the physical and the moral tie which 
he has formed by marriage. That the laws governing society 
should and must recognize such dissolution is unquestionable. 

There are both rational grounds and social necessities for 
divorce. To many minds the very idea of divorce is repugnant. It 
seems to be a violation of the divine order of human life. But one 
must not ignore facts. Amputation is repugnant to a sensitively- 
organized nature ; but if a limb is gangrened it must be cut off. 
The entire prohibition of divorce would work harm to individuals 
and, through them, to society. It seems pretty clear also that to 
some degree it would promote vice. It certainly would inflict 
great wrong on many innocent and defenceless people. In some 
cases it would even destroy the family. Society must protect 
itself as a whole, but in doing this it must not disregard indi- 
vidual rights and needs. Indeed, as surgery often saves human 
life by cutting away a member of the physical organism, so 
society often saves the family by cutting off a noxious member. 

That divorce is needlessly and even dangerously frequent, es- 
pecially in the United States, one who has examined the statistics 
on this matter cannot doubt. That decrees of divorce are often 
granted on insufficient grounds, and that multiform, evils result 
from the ridiculous facility with which divorce can now be pro- 
cured, is equally beyond question. But that divorce is some- 
times a sorrowful and imperative necessity, in the present condi- 
tion of human society, can be denied only by shutting the eyes 
both to facts and to fundamental ethical principles. While con- 
ceding, however, that divorce is sometimes not only necessary, 
but also beneficial to society, we must affirm that absolute divorce 
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is very rarely necessary, or even tolerable from a high moral point 
of view. Almost all that can be accomplished by divorce for the 
protection of innoceni and injured individuals, and for the pre- 
servation of households, the destruction of which is threatened by 
the infidelity of husband or wife, can be secured through legal 
separation. 

2. Ought divorced people to be allowed to marry under any 
circumstances ? 

Of course this question refers only to such as have received 
a decree of absolute divorce. The question is difficult to 
answer. There are strong arguments in favor of entire prohibi- 
tion of marriage to divorced persons during the life of either 
party to the dissolved marriage, save a remarriage of the divorced 
husband and wife. But those arguments are not conclusive. 

Absolute divorce is justifiable only as a legal declaration' of the 
fact that the marriage-tie has already been dissolved, that the 
moral union is gone and the integrity of the physical union has 
been destroyed. In such a case the freedom of the innocent per- 
son, whether wife or husband, would seem to be as clear as if the 
guilty one had died. Entire prohibition of marriage to the per- 
son so released would result often in extreme hardship. To give 
to the guilty violator of the marriage-tie the right to marry again 
is to put a premium on crime. The practical difficulty is to be 
found in restraining the guilty and at the same time guarding the 
rights of the innocent. In view of this difficulty, some have argued 
that the innocent would better suffer deprivation than that the 
guilty should be absolved from the just deserts of his crime. 

The difficulty attending the legal regulation of divorce in the 
United States is enormously increased by the want of uniformity 
between the laws and customs of the various States. If through a 
convention of the States some unification of divorce laws could be 
secured, a long step would be taken in the direction of sound and 
lasting divorce reform. If there could be secured a general 
agreement on the principle that most of the present grounds for 
divorce should be causes only of legal separation, or divorce 
a mensd et thoro, and that only in extreme cases, and in these only 
for exceptional reasons, should absolute divorce be granted, ap- 
parently it would then be safe to grant to the petitioner freedom 
to contract new ties, and, at the same time, possible effectually to 
restrain from such freedom the guilty defendant. 
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It is pretty clear that if, in place of the now prevalent divorce 
a vinculo, legal separation, a mensd et thoro, were very largely 
substituted, as reasonably might be done, all the advantages aris- 
ing from entire prohibition of divorce would be secured without 
the inevitable disadvantages and even positive evils of such pro- 
hibition. 

3. What is the effect of divorce on the integrity of the 
family ? 

Undoubtedly the effect of divorce on the integrity and moral 
ihealth of the family is often most harmful. Only a careful induc- 
tive study of domestic life in the United States during the past 
twenty years can qualify one to give a full and accurate answer to 
the above question. But, reasoning from well-known and ac- 
cepted principles of moral causation, it is safe to say that almost 
always divorce is an evil. It is true that sometimes divorce saves 
a family, as amputation saves a life ; but nothing can make the 
remedy other than painful and perilous. Easy divorce strikes 
directly at the sanctity and integrity of the family, and, therefore, 
at the foundations of social purity and strength. It lowers the 
true idea of marriage, as a permanent moral union, to the level of 
a contract dependent on mutual caprice. It stimulates hasty and 
ill-made marriages by the opportunity it affords for their speedy 
dissolution. It lessens the sanctity of wifehood and maternity. 
It depresses the moral tone of the home life. It magnifies the 
difficulties of mutual adjustment between husband and wife, which 
inhere in the imperfections of human nature. It checks the dis- 
position to have children, who may be grave embarrassments in 
case of separation. It drives away the sweet spirit of pure 
religion, and defiles the temple and sanctuary of domestic life 
with the unclean spirit of legalized lust. It would be difficult to 
use language in denunciation of free divorce that would be 
extravagant. 

It is too early to determine the full effects of the epidemic of 
divorce which recently has spread over our country; but unless the 
present tendency is very greatly checked, we may be sure that 
social corruption on a wide scale must follow the decay of that 
pure domestic life which has its spring in honorable and 
enduring marriage. Rare and difficult divorce may conserve a 
true family life. Easy divorce promotes a freedom of sexual 
relations in society in whieh the family cannot live and thrive. 
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4. Does the absolute prohibition. of divorce where it exists 
contribute to the moral purity of society ? 

This is a question of fact. In South Carolina divorce is not 
allowed, and Bishop, in his "Marriage and Divorce," "quotes 
judicial testimony to show that the effect of this state of things 
is to bring about a partial recognition of concubinage. The 
portion of his goods which a married man may leave to his con- 
cubine has in fact been fixed by statute." (Ency. Brit., 9th Ed., 
volume vii., page 304.) It is pretty safe to say that where pro- 
hibition has been absolute there has not therefore been the 
greatest moral purity of society. Koman Catholic countries, 
where divorce has been forbidden, but where separation has been 
allowed for cause^ — for example, Italy and Spain, — have scarcely 
been exceptional for social purity. Like enforced celibacy, the 
entire prohibition of divorce would seem to promote concubinage 
and illicit intercourse. Lecky says: 

" Laws prohibiting all divorce have never secured the purity of married life in ages 
of great corruption, nor did the latitude which was accorded in imperial Rome pre- 
vent the existence of a very large amount of female virtue." (Hist, of Euro. Mor- 
als, II., page 326.) 

The question, however, is not a simple one. Much depends 
on the general intelligence and moral training of a people. Great 
freedom of divorce certainly promotes sexual immorality under 
forms of law. Absolute prohibition works vastly less evil. On 
the whole, the suggestions of experience and careful reasoning 
alike point to the maintenance of stringent laws on divorce as a 
necessary and effective safeguard of the family, and, through the 
family, of healthful and vigorous social life. 

Philip S. Moxom. 



